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In Defence of Politics

Politics is the lifeblood of a free society.
Yet many people regard this vital activity
with a mixture of apathy and scorn. It is
time to stop sniping at politicians and to
take up the responsibilities of citizenship.
Democracy makes politicians of us all...

[] It was Jonathan Swift, a man of God as well
as a man of letters, who pointed out that Lucifer
was a politician. The Devil had been viceroy of a
western province of heaven before inciting the
attempted putsch that precipitated his fall. Thus
hell was created, and Satan and his followers
began their endless mischief among mortals. Poli-
ticians have had a reputation for unreliability
ever since.

According to Swift, it did not take them long
to surpass their model. "Although the Devil be
the father of lies," he wrote, "he seems, like all
great inventors, to have lost much of his reputa-
tion by the continental improvements that have
been made upon him." Swift then went on to con-
sider what he called "The Art of Political Lying."
A political lie, he marvelled, can "make a saint of
an atheist, and a patriot of a profligate; can fur-
nish foreign ministers with intelligence, and raise
or let fall the credit of a nation." A political lie
can conquer kingdoms without a battle; it can
change black to white.

The good Dean was indulging in a sport that has
flourished from his day to ours, namely making
fun of politicians. It is usually a harmless enough
pastime, though it has proved perilous in certain
circumstances; men have been known to lose their
heads for the sake of a political quip. In modern
democratic nations, however, a good political joke
is always welcome. The Abscam scandal in the
United States lately has lent new life to this age-

old art form, giving rise to such one-liners as, "This
country’s got the best politicians money can buy."

One of history’s wittiest political observers
was the magnificent American journalist H. L.
Mencken. "The saddest life is that of a political
aspirant under democracy. His failure is ignomin-
ious and his success is disgraceful," he wrote.
Mencken maintained that public opinion in the
U.S. during the 1920s had been led disastrously
astray by a single pervasive false assumption-
"that politicians are divided into two classes, and
that one of these classes is made up of good ones...
A good politician, under democracy, is quite as
unthinkable as an honest burglar."

Mencken was a master at using outrageous over-
statements to illuminate valid points, the point in
this case being that politicians are a necessary evil.
"All of us have been trained, from infancy, in
putting up with necessary evils, plainly recognized
as evils," he wrote, urging that the same clear-
headed recognition be applied to politics. Other-
wise, "the danger is that the hopeless voter, forever
victimized by his false assumption about politi-
cians, may in the end gather such furious indigna-
tion that he will abolish them.., in one insane
swoop, and so cause government by the people, for
the people and with the people to perish from the
earth."

The interesting thing here is that, in attacking
democratic politicians, Mencken is actually rush-
ing to the defence of democratic politics. He is talk-




